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THE BIBLICAL DOCTRINE OF ATONEMENT 
VIII. ATONEMENT AS CONCEIVED BY THE EARLY CHURCH 



ERNEST D. BURTON 
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The title of this chapter might easily be challenged. For it must 
be admitted at the outset that we have no documents of which we 
can certainly affirm that they reflect the ideas of the early church 
on atonement, if by the early church is meant the pre-Pauline church 
or the church unaffected by Paulinism. Yet we are not without 
documents which, however incompletely they may represent to us 
the early non-Pauline Christian thinking, do at least afford us evi- 
dences of a type of thought not derived from Paul. The speeches in 
the early part of Acts certainly represent a type of thought about the 
death of Jesus and its relation to the salvation of men which is sim- 
pler than that of Paul and which can hardly be supposed to have 
come from him. Nor is the Epistle of James open to suspicion of 
having been produced under the positive influence of Paul. For 
though it is alleged by weighty authority among modern scholars to 
be one of the latest books of the New Testament, it seems more in 
accordance with the evidence to assign its type of thought, if not the 
actual writing of the book, to a very early period. We venture there- 
fore to class together the early chapters of Acts and the Epistle of 
James, and to ask what evidence they afford as to the thought of the 
early non-Pauline church about atonement. 

The type of sin almost uniformly spoken of in the early part 
of Acts is resistance to the Holy Spirit and rejection of God's 
messengers, manifest conspicuously in the putting of Jesus to death. 
This is Peter's charge against the Jews, which Stephen reiterates, 
associating it (as Jesus had done in the Parable of the Wicked Hus- 
bandmen) with the rejection of the prophets by the earlier Jews, 
and attributing both to resistance to the Holy Spirit. 

In James the sins reproved are of a more general character, 
selfishness, love of the world, greed, oppression of the poor, a merci- 
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less spirit. Two passages are, however, of special significance: 
"To him that knoweth to do good and doeth it not it is sin" (4:17), 
and, "Judgment is without mercy to him that showeth no mercy" 
(2:13). The former of these finds sin in the rejection of truth 
known, the latter recognizes both God's hostility to sin and his 
willingness to show mercy to those who are themselves disposed to 
mercy. 

In the matter of temple sacrifices the early church took no decided 
step. Retaining the consciousness of relationship to Israel, with 
which at first it did not occur to them to break, they naturally con- 
tinued to offer sacrifices, yet attached to them no special significance 
in relation to the forgiveness of the sins for which men were under 
the condemnation of God. They were a traditional part of worship, 
perhaps a means of atoning for unwitting transgression or neglect 
of ritual requirements, but in the main probably simply a part of the 
requirement of the law. But it is evident that they were not con- 
ceived of as a basis of forgiveness. In none of the passages in which 
the speakers in the Book of Acts answer the question, What shall 
man do to escape from the penalty of his sins, is sacrifice mentioned, 
but in all cases the inquirer is bidden to repent of his sins and turn 
to God, believing in Christ. 

As concerns the significance of the death of Jesus, and the con- 
ditions of forgiveness, there is no lack of testimony: 

Him being delivered up by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of 
God, ye by the hands of lawless men did crucify and slay, whom God raised up, 
having loosed the pangs of death (Acts 2:23-25). 

The God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob hath glorified his servant Jesus; 
whom ye delivered up and denied before the face of Pilate, when he had deter- 
mined to release him. But ye denied the Holy and the Righteous One and 
asked for a murderer to be granted to you and killed the Prince of life, whom 
God raised from the dead (Acts 3:13-15). 

But the things which God foreshowed by the mouth of all the prophets that 
his anointed should suffer, he thus fulfilled (Acts 3:18). 

In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom ye crucified, whom God 
raised from the dead, even in him doth this man stand here before you whole. 
He is the stone which was set at naught of you builders, who was made the head 
of the corner. And in none other is there salvation; for neither is there any 
other name under heaven that is given among men, wherein we must be 
saved (Acts 4:10-12). 
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For of a truth in this city against thy holy Servant Jesus, whom thou didst 
anoint, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, with the Gentiles and the peoples of 
Israel, were gathered together to do whatsoever thy hand and thy counsel fore- 
ordained to come to pass (Acts 4:27, 28). 

The God of our fathers raised up Jesus, whom ye slew hanging him on a 
tree. Him did God exalt with his right hand to be a prince and a savior for to 
give repentance and remission of sins to Israel (Acts 5:30^). 

Now the place of the scripture which he was reading was this: 

He was led as a sheep to the slaughter; 

And as a lamb before his shearers is dumb, 

So he openeth not his mouth: 

In his humiliation his judgment is taken away: 

His generation who shall declare ? 

For his life is taken from the earth. 

And the eunuch answered Philip and said, I pray thee, of whom speaketh the 
prophet this? of himself, or of some other? And Philip opened his mouth, 
and beginning from this scripture, preached unto him Jesus (Acts 8:32-36). 

And it shall be that whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall 
be saved (Acts 2:21). 

Repent ye and be baptized, every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ 
for the remission of your sins; and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit 
(Acts 2:38-40). 

Repent ye therefore and turn again that your sins may be blotted out, so 
that there may come seasons of refreshing from the presence of the Lord (Acts 

3 :I 9)- 

Unto you first God, having raised up his Servant, sent him to bless you in 
turning away every one of you from your sin (Acts 3:26). 

Of a truth I perceive that God is no respecter of persons, but in every nation 
he that feareth him and worketh righteousness is acceptable to him (Acts 10: 

34, 35)- 

The word which he sent unto the children of Israel, preaching good tidings 
of peace by Jesus Christ (Acts 10:36). 

To him bear all the prophets witness that through his name every one that 
believeth in him shall receive remission of sins (Acts 10:43). 

They held their peace and glorified God, saying, Then to the Gentiles also 
hath God granted repentance unto life (Acts 11:18). 

In these passages taken from the speeches which the author 
ascribes to Peter, Stephen, and Philip, the death of Jesus is charac- 
terized as an act of wickedness and murder on the part of those who 
put him to death. This is repeatedly affirmed and the charge brought 
home to the consciences of the Jews before whom Peter and Stephen 
made their defense of themselves and their message. 
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On the other hand, it is looked upon as predetermined by God. 
The motive of the repeated assertion to this effect is not an insistence 
upon a doctrine of predestination, but a defense of Jesus against the 
assumption, natural to a Jewish mind, that the death of Jesus on 
the cross indicated his rejection by God. As against this interpreta- 
tion of Jesus' death, the early Christian preachers contended that 
this death was predetermined by God, that it was a part of the divine 
plan. This assertion, the motive of which was primarily apologetic, 
naturally became a part of the positive faith of Christians, a positive 
argument for believing in Jesus as the Servant of God, appointed to 
be Lord and Savior. 

This conviction that the death of Jesus was predetermined of 
God is evidently based upon, or at least associated with, the per- 
suasion that this death was in fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy. 
Thus Peter in Acts 4:10 quotes the language of Ps. 118:22 con- 
cerning the stone rejected by the builders, and Philip finds in Isa., 
chap. 53, and its picture of the suffering Servant of Jehovah a text 
from which he could preach Jesus to the eunuch. It is significant 
also that the usual title for Jesus in these early chapters of Acts is 
7rot? Kvpiov, Servant of the Lord, an expression which is almost 
certainly derived from Isa., chaps. 42 ff. The very employment of 
this name of Jesus, found in the gospels only once or twice, and 
quite as rare in other parts of the New Testament, indicates that 
the early church laid hold of these chapters as furnishing an explana- 
tion of the death of Jesus. By this term and these chapters they 
turned his rejection and suffering from a reproach into an argument 
in his favor. By this application to Jesus of the prophetic descrip- 
tion of the Servant of Jehovah, however, the early church not only 
turned the edge of the argument of their opponents against his 
messiahship, but evidently found also confirmation of their faith in 
him as Lord and Savior. In him as the Servant of Jehovah they 
preached salvation, exhorting men to repent of their sin, especially 
the sin of rejecting him, and to believe in him; and assured them 
that in him and no other was there salvation, God granting forgive- 
ness to all who thus repented and believed, even to the very murderers 
of his Servant Jesus Christ. 

It would be easy of course to assume that because the apostles 
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found in Jesus' suffering the fulfilment of the prophecies concerning 
the Servant of Jehovah, therefore they found in this predicate or in 
Isa., chap. 53, all those ideas which the Christian church of later 
centuries found there and applied to Jesus. But the Book of Acts 
does not take this step, and if we are not to go beyond our evidence, 
we must forbear to ascribe to these early days the ideas of a later 
period not here expressed. And when we consider the situation in 
which they were placed, and the particular assertion respecting 
Jesus which they were then called upon to defend, we seem to have 
the less reason to go beyond the evidence. The simple, oft -repeated 
teaching which the Book of Acts reports as that of the pre-Pauline 
church is that forgiveness is granted even to the greatest of sinners 
when he repents of his sin, turns to the Lord, and believes in Jesus 
whom God sent to turn men from their sins (2:21, 38-40; 3:19, 26; 
4:12; 5:30, 31; 8:22; 10:34,35,36,43; 11:18). He who rejects 
Jesus will find no other savior. For though baptism is mentioned 
in one passage (2 : 38-40), it is evidently as the outward expression of 
the acceptance of Jesus, and indispensable in the sense that a refusal 
thus to confess Jesus would under the circumstances be presumptive 
evidence that one did not really accept him. 

Fear of God and the doing of righteousness are mentioned in one 
passage as the ground of acceptance with God (10:34, 35). This 
latter statement of the matter is significant as indicating why repent- 
ance is the condition of forgiveness. What God desires is a heart 
that loves righteousness and a life which practices righteousness. For 
the sinner this involves repentance, and for the rejecter of Jesus it 
involves acceptance of him. 

In James, forgiveness is promised to those who repent and con- 
fess their sin, exaltation to those who humble themselves before 
God, salvation to those who put away their wickedness and receive 
with meekness the implanted word, and acceptance with God to 
those whose faith manifests itself in works. Faith is in the main 
conceived of as faith in God, rather than specifically as faith in 
Jesus Christ, though the latter expression of it is also spoken of. 
The death of Jesus is nowhere spoken of in James. 

The teaching of the early church concerning sin and atonement, 
therefore, so far as it is reflected in the first half of Acts and the 
letter of James is substantially as follows: 
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1. That which separates between God and man and brings upon 
men the wrath of God is resistance to truth, manifest in unkindness 
and injustice to men, in falsehood and perversity, and most of all, 
as respects the Jews of Jesus' own day, in their rejection of Jesus, 
the Servant of the Lord. On this wicked and untoward generation 
there is impending the judgment of God. 

2. To deliver men from their sins God sent his Servant to turn 
men from their sin and to give repentance to Israel and remission 
of sins. The death of Jesus was at the same time a fulfilment of 
the divine purpose disclosed in prophecy and an act of consummate 
wickedness on the part of those who brought it about. The suffer- 
ing of Jesus was vicarious, in that he suffered innocently and on 
behalf of, for the benefit of, the guilty, but is not described as expia- 
tory. Nor is it set in any special relation to temple sacrifice, whether 
as supplementing it or supplanting it. The possibility that it was 
thought of as having the same function as the sacrifices and hence 
as taking the place of them is obviously excluded by the fact that 
while preaching that the death of Jesus was in fulfilment of prophecy 
and that he, raised from the dead, was a prince and savior, they 
continued their temple worship as heretofore. And that while thus 
preaching the death of Jesus and continuing the temple worship 
they preached forgiveness of sins on the basis of faith, repentance, 
and righteousness shows that neither in the temple sacrifices nor 
in the death of Jesus as displacing the sacrifices and having expiatory 
value did they find the basis of reconciliation with God. 

3. Men are saved from the judgment of God, however great their 
sins, by repentance and turning to God, accepting Jesus Christ in 
faith. "For whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall 
be saved." But for those who reject the Lord as Christ there is 
no way of salvation. It is but another statement of the matter to 
say that faith must show itself in works, and that he that feareth 
God and worketh righteousness is acceptable to God. 

Such apparently was the simple conception of the significance of 
Jesus' death and of the basis of forgiveness which was held in the 
early church. It lacks much that was subsequently in Christian 
thought; but in its simplicity and its effectiveness it closely resembles 
that faith which common, everyday, untheologically minded Christians 
have held probably in all the Christian centuries. 



